24                               GREAT AMERICANS

trails, and his muscles became like whipcord and his
body able to endure hardship and fatigue. He was tall,
too,'over six feet, and strong, and he was absolutely
without fear. In 1751 he went to the West Indies with
Lawrence who was suffering from consumption, and
there George caught small-pox, the marks of which
remained with him all his life.

George was now beginning to attract public notice,
and at the age of twenty-one, Governor Dinwiddie of
Virginia gave him the military rank of major and
despatched him on his first really important mission.

As was explained in the Foreword, the French in
Canada were continually striving to extend their do-
minion in the New World. No great armies were used
in this slow occupation. It was done by explorers and
parties of soldiers who would nail a tin plate bearing
the arms of France to a tree as a sign that the territory
belonged to that nation. At first the English took little
notice of what was going on, but when about the year
1750 the French began to build forts on the River
Allegheny, a tributary of the Ohio south of Lake Erie,
they took alarm. The valley of the Allegheny was
English territory, belonging to the colony of Virginia,
and immediately he heard what was being done, Gover-
nor Dinwiddie took action to expel the French/

This was the task he gave to young Major Washing-
ton. It was hoped that a protest would be sufficient, so
with a white guide named Christopher Gist, Half King
an Indian chief, and other friendly Red Men, Wash-
ington set out in October, 1753, to carry Governor
Dinwiddie's message to the French commandant at